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The Population Council designs and evaluates programs that give 
girls the skills to improve their social, economic, and educational 
outcomes and put them on a path to healthy, productive adulthood.
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ONLY 1 IN 5  
girls in sub-Saharan  
Africa will be enrolled  
in secondary school. 
14 MILLION  
girls under age 18 world-  
wide will get married 
(38,000 today; 13 in  
the past  30 seconds).
1 IN 5  
girls worldwide  
will have  given birth  
by age 18.
 RESEARCH HAS  THIS YEAR:
 SHOWN THAT:
GIRLS IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
FACE SERIOUS OBSTACLES
THE POSITIVE EFFECTS OF INVESTING  
IN GIRLS ARE UNDENIABLE 
  
40%
Girls with  
eight years of  
education are  
four times less  
likely to be mar-
ried as children.
If a mother has  
five years of  
schooling, her  
children are  
40% more likely to  
live past the age of 5.
pHOtO BY pHiL BOrGes
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90%
Women and girls  
invest 90% of the  
income from their 
work into their  
families.
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by peter j. donaldson
in this issue of Momentum, you will read 
about how the Council is collecting evidence 
about how to help girls delay marriage (page 
4), new data that challenges conventional 
wisdom about migrant girls (page 6), 
effective ways to address violence against 
girls (page 8), evidence about the impact 
of pregnancy on girls’ schooling (page 10), 
and how another Council-supported program 
improves educational opportunities for the 
poorest girls in Upper egypt (page 12). On 
pages 14–15, Alejandra Colom, who oversees 
the Council’s programs in Guatemala, 
describes her work, and dr. Andrea edlow, a 
donor to the Council, talks about her support. 
the population Council designs and 
evaluates programs that give girls the skills 
to improve their social, economic, and 
educational outcomes, safeguard their 
reproductive health, and put them on a  
path to healthy, productive adulthood.  
When a girl learns to read,  
write, do numbers, and 
safeguard her health, there  
is a multiplier effect that 
improves her family’s and  
her community’s chances  
for the future.
GirLs  
LeAdinG  
tHe WAY
the Council is building a large body of 
research evaluating programs to improve 
the lives of adolescent girls. in Bangladesh, 
Burkina Faso, ethiopia, Guatemala, 
india, tanzania, and Zambia, more than 
42,000 adolescent girls are participating 
in randomized, controlled trials—the gold 
standard of research—to evaluate different 
interventions. We are beginning a five-year 
project to study ways to improve the well-
being of 100,000 poor and vulnerable girls in 
six states of northern Nigeria. Study findings 
will help governments and nGOs invest their 
resources in areas that will make the biggest 
difference in the lives of these girls. 
By the time tigest turned 12, her family in  
the rural Amhara region of ethiopia found it 
too costly to keep her in school and felt she 
was ready for marriage. in 2012, tigest  
joined Berhane Hewan (Light for eve), a 
population Council initiative to provide 
unmarried adolescent girls with support to 
stay in school and provide communities with 
information on the negative consequences 
of child marriage. since then, tigest has 
remained in school and her parents have 
agreed to postpone her marriage.  
this year, Berhane Hewan received first prize 
in a UnFpA contest to identify good practices 
related to adolescents and youth. the project, 
conducted in collaboration with the ethiopia 
Ministry of Women, Children and Youth 
Affairs, has reached more than 20,000 girls. 
Council researchers are examining 
which aspects of the program are 
the most cost-effective ways to 
reduce child marriage. 
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A pOpULAtiOn COUnCiL program has  
produced significant delays in child marriage  
and increases in school enrollment.
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unmarried and in school. An evaluation  
of this approach found that girls aged 
10–14 were 90 percent less likely to be 
married in the area where the program 
was implemented than girls in the area 
that did not have the program, and three 
times more likely to be in school. Coun-
cil researchers are now implementing 
multiple approaches in different districts 
and collecting data on associated costs. 
the results of the research will give the 
ethiopian government information regard-
ing how to expand successful approaches 
across the country. the Council is also 
collaborating with governments and local 
nGOs to introduce these approaches in 
Burkina Faso and tanzania. 
THE IMPACT in ethiopia, the 
population Council conducted one of the 
first rigorously evaluated projects with 
the explicit objective of increasing the 
age at marriage. the Council is one of 
the few organizations whose programs, 
in collaboration with local partners in 
sub-saharan Africa, have demonstrated 
significant delays in marriage and 
increases in school enrollment.
dOnOrs And pArtners  Amhara regional 
Bureau of Women, Children, and Youth; ethiopia 
Ministry of Women, Children, and Youth Affairs; 
tabora development Foundation trust; Us 
Agency for international development
THE PROBLEM  Child marriage abrupt-
ly ends a girl’s childhood and disrupts her 
education, forcing her to take on roles for 
which she is not emotionally and physically 
ready. the practice—which occurs before a 
girl reaches age 18 and sometimes as young 
as age 5—not only violates a girl’s human 
rights and endangers her health, but also 
often anchors her in poverty. in many cases 
married girls are forced into sex, and they are 
likely to become mothers before their bodies 
and minds are mature. Many girls who marry 
early have a husband who is considerably 
older, and have limited or no household au-
thority. if current trends continue, between 
2011 and 2020 more than 140 million girls 
worldwide will become child brides.
THE PROGRESS  population 
Council research in ethiopia demon-
strated that it is possible to increase 
the age of marriage in locations where 
child marriage is entrenched. through a 
partnership with local government in the 
rural Amhara region, where rates of child 
marriage are among the highest in the 
world, unmarried adolescent girls were 
provided with school supplies to encour-
age families to keep them in school and 
unmarried. Community-based mentors 
and village priests also worked to raise 
communities’ awareness of the dangers 
of child marriage. Families were also 
promised a conditional cash transfer (in 
the form of livestock) if a girl remained 
The Council’s work has raised the profile 
of adolescent girls as key players in global 
health and development and demonstrates 
success in delaying child marriage.
 deLAYinG CHiLd 
MArriAGe in  
sUB-sAHArAn AFriCA
pHOtO BY ZeLeMAn prOdUCtiOns
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Girls on the Move makes key recommendations 
for improving the lives of girls who migrate. 
These include: filling critical evidence gaps to 
shed light on migrant girls’ experiences and 
to evaluate and improve programs; connect-
ing girls to safe places to stay, services, and 
networks upon arrival; creating time and space 
for migrant girls to meet with peers, mentors, 
and support networks; and maximizing the ben-
efits and minimizing the risks of migration for 
adolescent girls by increasing their visibility in 
policy engagement and advocacy efforts.
THE IMPACT  “the report is important  
in casting a new light and bringing unexpected 
findings about the role of mobility in opening 
up opportunities,” says jeni Klugman, director 
of Gender and development at the World 
Bank. to date, Girls on the Move has been 
downloaded more than 5,000 times, high-
lighted in popular media, and widely dis-
seminated to stakeholders. “it’s important 
scholarship, and it’s important for the way 
that it translates a lot of seemingly aca-
demic information into real-life contexts,” 
said Blair A. ruble, director of the Global 
sustainability and resilience program at 
the Wilson Center, a research initiative in 
Washington, dC.
the full report can be downloaded at  
www.popcouncil.org/GirlsOntheMove 
dOnOrs And pArtners  the nike 
Foundation, United nations Foundation
THE PROBLEM  By the year 2030, 
more than half of the population in most 
developing countries will live in cities. Much 
of the growth is attributed to city-bound mi-
grants, many of whom are adolescent girls. 
Little research has examined the social and 
economic drivers of internal migration for 
adolescent girls in developing countries, and 
the links between migration, risk, and oppor-
tunity. Current programs and policies aimed 
at helping migrants largely ignore adolescent 
girls, and the few policies and programs that 
attempt to reach vulnerable migrant girls  
often miss the mark. They benefit more ad-
vantaged girls or male migrants rather than 
the most vulnerable girls, or they view migra-
tion negatively, as if it were a problem that 
should be fixed—without acknowledging its 
potential benefits.
THE PROGRESS  After reviewing the 
literature, analyzing large datasets, and com-
missioning more than 15 studies, population 
Council researchers published Girls on the 
Move: Adolescent Girls & Migration in the 
Developing World. the researchers found 
that migration does carry risk, but for many 
girls it can lead to greater autonomy, oppor-
tunity, and economic stability. to reap the 
benefits of migration, girls need adequate 
preparation before they migrate, arrange-
ments for safe travel, and support when they 
get to their destinations. Without such re-
sources and support, migration can be risky. 
To reap the benefits of migration, girls need 
adequate preparation before they migrate, 
arrangements for safe travel, and support when 
they get to their destinations. 
GirLs On tHe MOVe
pHOtO BY jAne HAnH
“I intend to continue my education! I will not return until I 
have some skills. If I return without any skills, I would have 
wasted my time here.”
—ZUerA, A 19-YeAr-OLd MiGrAnt GirL FrOM ACCrA
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awareness. three years ago, the Council 
began the Growing Up safe and Healthy 
(sAFe) project, which refers girls who report 
abuse within the home to joint health and 
legal services in a one-stop setting. sAFe 
also offers sessions for women and girls on 
how to protect themselves against sexual 
and reproductive health risks and GBV. 
THE IMPACT Both of these projects 
engage directly with girls to strengthen their 
social networks, resources, and safety nets 
to reduce their vulnerability to violence. 
Communities in Guatemala have respond-
ed to girls’ safe scaping maps by establish-
ing safety commissions to track girls’ safety 
throughout the year and by institutionaliz-
ing safescaping via the Ministry of educa-
tion. the Council’s work in Bangladesh is 
the first of its kind to focus on consent and 
choice as critical parameters in assert-
ing sexual and reproductive health rights 
among girls. evaluation results are antici-
pated in 2014.
dOnOrs And pArtners  Bangladesh 
Legal Aid and services trust; Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation; embassy of the Kingdom of 
the netherlands; the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation; international Centre for diarrhoeal 
disease research, Bangladesh (icddr,b); Marie 
stopes/Bangladesh; the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation; UK department for international 
development; We Can end All Violence Against 
Women/Bangladesh
THE PROBLEM  According to Un 
Women, about 150 million girls under age 
18 are victims of sexual violence every year. 
effects can be emotionally and physically 
devastating. Long-term health effects can 
include sexually transmitted infections, HiV/
Aids, and unwanted pregnancy. Violence 
can also limit a girl’s opportunity for educa-
tion if a school is unsafe, hindering a girl’s 
prospect of earning a sustainable income. 
THE PROGRESS  the Council works 
to identify the causes and consequences 
of gender inequality and GBV, and con-
ducts and evaluates programs that build 
the protective assets of adolescent girls. 
in two countries, the Council is working 
to strengthen girls’ skills, knowledge, and 
safety nets in an effort to reduce their experi-
ence of violence. in Guatemala, the Council, 
with local and international partners, started 
Abriendo Oportunidades (Creating Opportu-
nities) to provide vulnerable indigenous Ma-
yan girls with skill-building, mentorship, and 
leadership opportunities. One example is an 
activity called “safescaping,” in which girls 
use Gps technology to map safe and unsafe 
areas in their communities and present the 
maps to community leaders to prompt dis-
cussions about improving girls’ safety. 
Work is also being done in Bangladesh 
to create safe spaces and increase GBV 
the Council works to reach girls at 
the highest risk of gender-based 
violence (GBV), to identify safe 
spaces for them, help them develop 
safety plans, and protect them as 
they seek health and legal support.prOteCtinG GirLs FrOM Gender-
BAsed ViOLenCe
pHOtO BY pHiL BOrGes
1110
pHOtO © 2011 H. sCHWAndt/CCp, COUrtesY OF pHOtOsHAre
come pregnant. “That finding suggests that 
these students were as committed to school 
as their peers who were sexually active and 
did not get pregnant,” said Barbara Mensch, 
the Council’s senior study researcher.
the study also found that girls who left 
school because of childbearing were less 
likely to return than those who left for other 
reasons. Young mothers wanting to reenroll 
faced many barriers, including extensive 
paperwork and rules that prevented reen-
rollment until six months after giving birth. 
“if we can increase access to family plan-
ning for sexually active adolescents, we 
might reduce school dropout related to 
pregnancy,” said Council researcher erica 
soler-Hampejsek. “And eliminating barri-
ers to reenrollment is essential to getting 
young mothers back into school where 
they can gain skills and knowledge they 
urgently need.” 
dOnOrs And pArtners  the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the eunice 
Kennedy shriver national institute of Child 
Health and Human development, the john 
d. and Catherine t. MacArthur Foundation, 
the spencer Foundation, UK department for 
international development
THE PROBLEM  More than 14 per-
cent of girls aged 15–19 in sub-saharan 
Africa get pregnant, and in Malawi one in 
every four teen girls has had a child. Girls 
who get pregnant do not complete as many 
years of schooling as those who do not get 
pregnant. Would these girls who became 
pregnant have left school anyway for other 
reasons? Without a better understanding 
of this situation, it is difficult to create ef-
fective programming to prevent teen preg-
nancy and keep girls in school.
THE PROGRESS  since 2007, the 
population Council has conducted the 
Malawi schooling and Adolescent study, 
a multi-year survey following 2,649 ado-
lescents who were aged 14–17 when they 
were first interviewed. The students en-
rolled in the study are from two districts of 
Malawi, a country with high primary school 
enrollment, but where more than one-third 
of girls aged 20–24 gave birth before the 
age of 18. data from this study illuminate 
the various reasons girls drop out of school.
THE IMPACT  the study found that 
among girls who were sexually active, those 
who became pregnant had been doing just 
as well in school as those who did not be-
the population Council 
conducted a study to 
determine the extent to 
which school dropout among 
girls in sub-saharan Africa  
is related to pregnancy.
tHe eFFeCt 
OF teenAGe 
preGnAnCY 
On GirLs’ 
sCHOOLinG
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positive effect on girls’ lives. Girls improved 
literacy, developed life skills, increased self-
confidence, had greater mobility and par-
ticipation in the community, and built social 
support with other girls. eighty-eight per-
cent of ishraq girls were able to write their 
sibling’s name, compared to 36 percent 
of girls in the control group; one-third of 
ishraq girls planned to pursue further edu-
cation, compared to 5 percent in the con-
trol group; and 71 percent of ishraq girls 
had more than one nonrelative friend, com-
pared to 44 percent in the control group. 
ishraq also improved family attitudes to-
ward gender equality, girls’ participation in 
decisionmaking, girls’ mobility, and partici-
pation in sports. More than 80 percent of 
program participants who took the national 
literacy exam passed, with more than half of 
those girls going on to formal schooling. to-
day, Council staff members are working with 
Ministry of Youth and Ministry of education 
officials, school administrators, and par-
ents to support ishraq girls and to replicate 
the program in new communities, even in 
egypt’s challenging political environment.
dOnOrs And pArtners  Adult education 
Agency, Caritas, Centre for development 
and population Activities, the dickler Family 
Foundation, embassy of the Kingdom of the 
netherlands, the Ford Foundation/egypt, 
Ministry of Youth, national Council for Childhood 
and Motherhood, nike Foundation, save the 
Children, UK department for international 
development
THE PROBLEM  in rural egypt, the 
transition to adulthood is especially hard for 
girls because they have limited opportunities 
outside the home and often marry before age 
18. While Egypt has made significant gains in 
school enrollment over the past decade, many 
girls, particularly in rural Upper egypt, never en-
roll in school or drop out after one or two years. 
THE PROGRESS  Launched in 2001, 
the Council’s program, Ishraq (“sunrise” in 
Arabic) began as a pilot in four communities 
of Upper egypt. ishraq enrolled 278 girls and 
provided them with safe spaces to learn, play, 
and grow and a second chance for education. 
the program, for 12–15-year-old out-of-school 
girls, offered an informal setting for learning, 
and helped girls build their self-confidence. 
the girls met at youth centers, which had 
traditionally been male-only venues. ishraq 
also offered girls an opportunity to play 
sports, helping them build and maintain 
friendships with other girls and become 
physically fit.
in the past decade, ishraq has reached 
3,321 girls in 54 villages and more than 
5,000 family members and community 
leaders. the Council has expanded the 
program to enable girls to obtain official 
identification cards, which are often need-
ed for accessing services.
THE IMPACT  the Council’s evalua-
tion of ishraq demonstrated a remarkably 
Ishraq has transformed girls’ views of 
themselves and increased the value that 
families and community members place 
on girls’ contributions to society.
pHOtO COUrtesY OF tHe pOpULAtiOn COUnCiL
isHrAQ: A sAFe 
spACe FOr GirLs 
tO LeArn, pLAY, 
And GrOW
“For the first time in my life, 
I learned that girls have the 
same right to education as boys. 
In the past, my understanding 
was that girls did not need to 
be educated because they were 
going to marry.”
—isHrAQ pArtiCipAnt
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With a background in conservation 
and sustainability, how did your  
career evolve to encompass repro-
ductive rights and gender issues?
i believe that people’s ability to exercise their 
reproductive rights is a key component to a 
healthy, sustainable environment. Women 
suffer disproportionately from the effects of a 
degraded environment: for example, women 
walking longer distances in search of water 
for cooking and washing, or women with 
large families dealing with natural disasters. 
environmental issues are interconnected 
with women’s reproductive health. My 
prior work centered on local populations’ 
relationship with natural resources, and the 
consequences of growing population pressure 
on these resources. As a result, i decided 
to approach conservation and sustainability 
by focusing on adolescent girls’ rights and 
health, and educational, social, and economic 
opportunities to help empower girls to create 
healthy, economically productive communities 
that count on sustainable natural resources. 
Why do you think that there is a 
growing interest in adolescent girls in 
the developing world?
Organizations and policymakers are paying 
attention to statistics and research that 
demonstrate that countries cannot develop 
unless they increase their investment in girls 
and close the gap that separates vulnerable 
girls from the rest of the population. Girls’ 
rights are more visible now, but relevant 
girl programming that is tailored to specific 
settings is needed to reach the most 
vulnerable populations.
A COnVersAtiOn WitH
ALejAndrA COLOM
prOGrAM COOrdinAtOr in tHe  
pOpULAtiOn COUnCiL’s GUAteMALA OFFiCe
What do you consider to be the 
greatest challenge in your work to 
empower girls in Guatemala?
empowering girls requires investments in 
health, education, and the justice system, but 
also confronting prejudice and discrimination. 
these injustices are often described as 
“cultural differences” as a way to avoid 
discussions about economic inequality, 
racism, and policies that have segregated and 
hurt rural populations.
What is a success that you are  
proud of?
some funding is wasted on programs that  
are not responsive to local needs. i would say 
that our program, Abriendo Oportunidades— 
a national program providing the most 
vulnerable indigenous Mayan girls and 
young women with professional mentorship 
and leadership opportunities—is one of the 
most responsive in Guatemala to input from 
adolescent girls. proof of this is the high level 
of acceptance among mothers and the girls 
who participate.
What do you wish people knew about 
the population Council?
the Council is different from other organiza-
tions because its interventions are evidence-
based. programs are designed through proven 
methodologies, and research activities are 
conducted under strict standards. Our rights-
based approach to working with vulnerable 
girls and adolescents is different from others 
because it addresses issues that compromise 
the health and well-being of participants in a 
culturally relevant way.
prOFiLe
AndreA edLOW
WHY i GiVe tO tHe  
pOpULAtiOn COUnCiLi was interested in women’s health and empowerment at an early age. in 
high school in new Mexico, i worked 
with planned parenthood to study sex 
education. i saw that women’s ability to 
stay in school, and ultimately to achieve 
their personal goals and full potential, 
depended on accurate knowledge of 
how to prevent pregnancy and on the 
availability of effective contraception. in 
medical school, obstetrics and gynecology 
was a natural fit for my long-standing 
commitment to women’s health.
the population Council’s mission aligns 
with my personal beliefs and work as an 
OB/GYn. the ability to decide if and when 
to have children has a direct impact, not 
only on the lives of women planning their 
families, but on the economic and moral 
strength of the societies in which these 
women live. 
i know from my experience working with 
women that the choice of contraceptive 
is a personal one and there is no “one 
size fits all.” What may work for a 45-year-
old woman in Boston, may not work for a 
20-year-old in Zambia. the availability of 
a wide variety of contraceptives is crucial 
to ensuring that women can find the 
method that works best for them. 
the pendulum seems to be swinging 
away from a woman’s right to self-
determination, both in the Us and 
abroad. Whenever i feel down about 
attempts to restrict women’s access 
to family planning and safe abortion, i 
remind myself of what Martin Luther 
King said: “the arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends toward 
justice.” My generation is now tasked 
with actively bending the moral arc 
toward justice, so as not to reverse 
the progress achieved by our mothers’ 
generation. it is our obligation to take 
up this cause.
My mother-in-law, Mary edlow, has 
dedicated her career to helping 
vulnerable women improve their 
circumstances, so the population 
Council’s mission fulfilled the interests 
and priorities of my in-laws, Ken and 
Mary. i am grateful for their generous 
support of the population Council.
the Council blends research and 
development with local and global 
outreach. it recognizes that women’s 
access to family planning resources 
and HiV prevention products is critical 
to the success of all members of 
society, including men, women, and 
children. supporting the population 
Council is for everyone and benefits 
everyone. 
COUnCiL dOnOr And OB/GYn At 
tUFts MediCAL Center in BOstOn
1716
inVestinG in tHe pOOrest GirLs in tHe  
pOOrest COMMUnities HeLps FAMiLies, 
COMMUnities, And nAtiOns BUiLd HeALtHier  
And MOre prOdUCtiVe FUtUres.
the population Council’s research in more than a dozen countries 
demonstrates that when girls like dina are given mentoring, social 
support, health information, financial literacy, and educational 
opportunities, they can begin to overcome poverty and thrive. 
excluding adolescent girls from school, community participation, 
and meaningful livelihoods has a substantial negative impact on 
economic growth. By supporting the Council today, you help us 
and our partners conduct research to promote program and policy 
change to help girls lead more productive and healthier lives. 
sign up for the population Council e-mail list: 
www.popcouncil.org/signup
support the population Council: 
www.popcouncil.org/supporting
More than 3,000 girls have participated in the Ishraq program for 
12–15-year-old out-of-school girls in rural Upper egypt—the least 
developed and most economically disadvantaged region of the 
country—with mentors and safe spaces for informal learning and 
sports. the program, launched in 2001, is one of the Council’s 
original girls’ empowerment initiatives. 
“Because I love to learn and wanted to know how to read 
and write, I decided to join Ishraq. The promoters were 
about the same age as we are, so we were not afraid of 
them and they treated us well. We needed someone we 
can trust to talk to about personal issues that we can’t 
discuss with our mothers. I was surprised to learn that 
circumcision is harmful to girls. I watched sports only on 
television, but I really wanted to practice sports for real. It 
is only through Ishraq that this dream came true.” 
—dinA, isHrAQ prOGrAM pArtiCipAnt
pHOtO COUrtesY OF tHe pOpULAtiOn COUnCiL
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